Exploits of America\u27s Fist Air Ace by Hull, Michael
Wright State University 
CORE Scholar 
Raoul Lufbery Newspapers Raoul Lufbery Collection (MS-502) 
March 2019 
Exploits of America's Fist Air Ace 
Michael Hull 
Follow this and additional works at: https://corescholar.libraries.wright.edu/special_ms502_newspapers 
 Part of the Military History Commons 
Repository Citation 
Hull , M. (2019). Exploits of America's Fist Air Ace. . 
This Newspaper is brought to you for free and open access by the Raoul Lufbery Collection (MS-502) at CORE 
Scholar. It has been accepted for inclusion in Raoul Lufbery Newspapers by an authorized administrator of CORE 
Scholar. For more information, please contact library-corescholar@wright.edu. 
exploits of america' s 
first air ace 
Because of his heritage, which was more French than 
American, he was there to help defend France. Noth­
ing more, nothing less. 
He prophetically remarked, "There won't be any 
after-the-war for a fighter pilot." And in the end he 
gave his life for France. 
by MICHAEL HULL 
Staff Writer 
Official U.S. Air Force Photos 
Adiutant Raoul Lufbery 
pauses for a cigarette -in 
front of his fighter on a La,. 
fayette Escadrille field in 
1917, at the time when he 
was officially credited with 
17 enemy planes. His unoffi­
cial tally, however, was esti­
mated at more than 35. 
P rime Minister David Lloyd-George declared in the British House of Commons on Oct. 29, 1917, 
"They are the knighthood of this war, without fear and 
without reproach; and they recall the legendary days 
of chivalry, not merely by the daring of their exploits, 
but by the nobility of their spirit." 
He was paying tribute to the Allied fighter pilots 
- a group of gallant young men from Britain, France 
and the United States who went aloft day after day in 
rickety biplanes to battle their German foes high 
above the grim trenches of the Western Front. They 
gaily face<t death every day without question to help 
their comrades on the ground, and their morale was 
usually high although their chances for outliving the 
war were low. 
Many of these young men came from all walks of 
life in America - Harvard and Yale graduates, sol­
diers of fortune, sons from wealthy familie$ with an 
itch for adventure - and many of them flew in com­
bat in British and French planes long before their own 
country entered the conflict. They had r;ames like Vic­
tor Chapman, James McConnell, Bert Hall, William 
Thaw, Kiffin Rockwell, Charles Nordhoff, Edwin Par­
sons, James Norman Hall ... and Raoul Lufbery. 
Short, dark-mustached and unimposing, Gervais 
Raoul Lufbery was one of the bravest and ablest pilots 
in the legendary Lafayette Escadrille. He had already 
led an adventurous life and taken a much more round-
.12 about route to combat in France than his comrades. 
Raoul was a restless young man with an adven­
turous spirit as well as a kind heart. In 190,4, at the 
age of 19, he left a fac;tory job in Clermont-Ferrand 
and set out to see the world. 
After visiting Algiers, Tunis and Egypt, he went 
to Constantinople and worked for several weeks as a 
waiter. Then he journeyed through the Balkan states 
to Germany, and at Hamburg signed on for a three-
• month contract with a steamship company whose ves­
sels plied between that port and German South Africa. 
After three years of globetrotting, he headed across 
the Atlantic for a visit with his father in Wallingford. 
But his father was also an insatiable traveler. He 
was a stamp dealer, and sometimes traveled far in 
search for specimens. Not.knowing of his son's where­
abouts, he ironically and sadly sailed for Europe on 
the very day Raoul reached New York. He had not 
seen him since he was a child, and they were never 
again to meet. 
Raoul stayed at the Wallingford home for almost 
two years. When his father did not return, he resumed 
his travels. He went to Cuba, worked in a New Orleans 
baj(ery, and found himself waiting on tables again, 
this time in a San Francisco hotel. 
Then he enlisted in the U.S. Army, and served for 
two years in the Philippines. When his enlistment ex­
pired, he wandered through Japan and China. He 
worked for a time in the Chinese Customs Service, and 
then he was off again, this time to India, where he 
worked as a ticket agent in Bombay. 
While visiting Calcutta in 1912, Lufbery met 
Marc Pourpe, a French aviator, who had arrived to 
make a series of exhibition flights in Bleriot airplanes. 
This was a turning point in Raoul's life, and was the 
beginning of a close association. 
Lufbery supervised a gang of coolie laborers in 
setting up Pourpe's tent hangar, and later, when the 
flyer's mechanic became ill, he talked himself into the 
job. He quickly mastered the fundamentals, and found 
himself in love with airplanes and the air. 
When Pourpe made an epic flight from Cairo to 
Kartoum, and back, Lufbery followed or preceded him 
on every stage of the journey, traveling by Nile steam­
er, cargo boat, train, .camel, donkey, and sometimes 
on foot. In the summer of 1914, the two young adven­
turers returned to France to take delivery of a new. 
plane, a Morane Parasol, for a new expedition in the 
Orient. But World War I intervened. 
Pourpe enlisted immediately in the French Air 
Service, and Lufbery joined the famed Foreign Legi?n 
as an infantryman. He only served seven days, howev­
er, and on Aug. 31, 1914, was transferred to the Air 
Service. He went to the front as Pourpe's mechanic, 
but this arrangement came to an end on Dec. 2, 1914, 
when Pourpe was killed. 
Lufbery was then sent to the aviation school at 
Chartres, where he trained on Maurice Farman and 
Voisin aircraft. His initial service at the front as a 
pilot was in Voisin Bombardment Squadron 106. In the 
spring of 1916 he werit to the depot at Le Plessis­
Belleville for training as a fighter pilot. 
He experienced some difficulty in learning to fly 
the Nieuport, and was considered by his instructors as 
(Continued on Page 14) 
Commanding officers of the 
Lafayette's 13th Pursuit 
Group include Lt. Raoul 
Lufbery, extreme right, and 
Lt. William Thaw, back­
ground. 
On the Lafayette field at 
Ham on the Somme, Luf­
bery at left supervises the 
refueling of his plane. The 
squadron's Stars and 
Stripes is the first American 
flag flying on the Western 
Front. 
unsuited for flying fighter planes and better fitted for 
bombardment. Lufbery persevered, however, and ov­
ercame his clumsiness to finish training. He was sent 
to the Lafayette Escadrille on May 24, 1916. 
Anxious to avenge the death of his friend, Luf­
berry shot down his first German plane over the Ver­
dun sector on July 30. The following day he downed 
another, and on Aug. 4 a third. On Aug. 8 he sent an 
Aviatik down in flames near Fort de Douaumont, and 
during the bombardment of the Mauser works on Oct. 
12, 1916, destroyed a three-passenger German plane. 
This was his fifth official victory. · 
The Lafayette squadron was moved to Cachy on 
the Somme, and on Nov. 9 and 10 the intrepid Lufbery 
destroyed two more enemy aircraft, though they fell 
too far behind the enemy lines to be officially credited 
to him. 
He narrowly escaped death in a singlehanded bat­
tle with a German Aviatik on Dec. 27, 1916. Four Ger­
man bullets passed through the Nieuport close to Luf­
bery's body, but he managed to shoot down the Ger­
man over the French lines. This was his sixth official 
kill. 
Lufbery was to receive official confirmation for 
17 victories, though he probably destroyed twice that 
number. 
He was a natural combat flyer who understood 
the characteristics of his plane, whether it was a Nieu­
port of a Spad, and he virtually became a part of it. 
He had no particular style except fearlessness and fly­
ing skill. He flew alone much of the time, and waited 
patiently for opportunities to attack. When he did so, 
he always made sure he was in tlie most favorable 
position. . 
When he was due to return to the field, off-duty 
members of the Escadrille would gather outside the 
hangars to watch his descent. Lufbery would fly in 
high, always on the lookout for some unsuspecting 
German flyer returning from a mission over French 
territory. Then, when over the airfield, he would throt­
tle down and descend in graceful movements calculat­
ed to put the minimum of strain on his engine. Some­
times, if in a high-spirited mood, he would put on a 
display of aerobatics. 
He was the Lafayette's best stunt flyer. 
Raoul Lufbery was loved by his comrades be­
cause of his modesty and simplicity. He was a popular 
hero now, with French and American newspapers 
printing stories of his exploits, girls writing letters to 
him, and children being named after him. But he 
never changed. He never boasted or grabbed credit, 
yet his courage and skill brought him a chestful of 
medals, including the Croix de Guerre with 10 Palms, 
Legion d'Honneur, Medaille Militaire and the British 
Military Medal. 
His favorite off-duty recreations involved going 
off with a basket into woodlands near the Escadrille 
field to hunt for mushrooms, and romping with the 
squadron's lion-cub mascots, Whiskey and Soda. Whis­
key was particularly fond of "Luf" and would follow 
him around the airfield like a pet dog. 
The Lafayette Escadrille had originated as the 
idea of New Englander Norman Prince, who had 
learned to fly in Massachusetts in 1914. April 16, 1916, 
was its official birthday, and May 18 that year saw the 
first victory by an Escadrille plane in the quiet sector 
of Alsace. · 
The Americans were commanded by a pair of 
French officers, and the mechanics and aircraft were 
French. Their Nieuports and Spads bore tricolor roun­
dels on the wings and the insignia of an Indian brave 
in full warbonnet on the fuselages. 
It was a colorful unit of brave flyers who gained 
their experience in the crucible of combat, and under­
standably the Lafayette Escadrille received much 
publicity and caught the imagination of the American 
public. But the group's days were numbered. 
By the.fall of 1917, after the United States had en­
tered World War I, survivors of the Lafayette - about 
100 out of the 200 trained by the French - began to 
transfer to the inexperienced and ill-equipped U.S. Air 
Service. They were a dedicated and experienced group 
of flyers, yet the Americans did not know what to do 
with them. 
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Many of the Escadrille men decided to remain 
with the French. After much fooling-around and bu­
reaucratic rigamarole, however, the American au­
thorities promised that any Lafayette pilot who 
passed the Air Service physical examination would be 
granted at least a first liuetenant's'Commission. So the 
flyers agreed to transfer to the Air Service en masse. 
Hardly one of the flyers was judged physically ca­
pable of piloting an airplane. It was considered -that 
these experienced men should be part of the Air Serv­
ice, however, so the medical conditions were waived. 
But it was not until January, 1918, that the first La­
fayette men were taken into the Air Service. 
Lufbery was commissioned a major in the U.S. 
Air Service on Jan. 10 and was named commander of 
the 95th Pursuit Squadron. But he discovered that the 
95th possessed neither airplanes nor a full comple­
ment of pilots. This was too much for him, and he 
fired a scathing broadside at Headquarters. 
Instead of men and equipment, he received a 
transfer to a desk job at an American instruction fa­
cility at Issoudun. He was given a roll-top desk, writ­
ing pad and pencil - and nothing to do. There he sat, 
day after day, bristling. 
Lufbery found himself introduced to the ludicrous 
regulations that preoccupied his superiors while else­
where across France men were fighting and dying. 
One of these rules decreed that a U.S. Army aviator 
would be required to wear spurs at all times, except 
when asleep in bed. 
In desperation, Lufbery asked his orderly's advice 
for ways to get back to the front. Eventually, reason 
prevailed and he was transferred to the front when the 
94th Pursuit Squadron was activated. 
The first American to gain the title of ace was 
relieved and elated when he was sent with the 94th 
and 95th Pursuit Squadrons to Villeneuve in the Cham­
pagne sector. But they could not fight because, al­
though some of the pilots had planes, there were no 
guns. 
· "Well," Lufbery lamented, "it's nearly a year 
since the United States declared war, and what do you 
suppose the 94th is doing? Waiting for machine guns! 
Six hundred million dollars appropriated for the Unit­
ed States Air Service, and we're loafing around around 
back of the lines because we can't get guns enough to 
equip a dozen planes!" 
But Lufbery was not one to waste time. He taught 
his men combat tactics and flew with them to the 
front lines, where they longingly watched patrols of 
enemy planes which they could not attack. 
. Finally, the machine guns came, and on April 10, 
1918, the 94th Squadron began patrol duty in the Toul 
sector. There was little activity in the region, and the 
daily patrols were usually hunts for enemy planes 
which rarely appeared. Few Germans were out, and 
the ones that were found invariably refused to give 
battle. 
The exception was one German Rumpler plane 
which ventured over the French lines on reconnais­
sance missions. On May 19, Freqch anti-aircraft guns 
announced the return of this plane and its daring 
crew. The batteries ceased firing as the plane was di­
rectly over the 94th Squadron's airfield, and it looked 
as if a direct hit had been scored. The German spun 
faster and faster toward the ground and then, just as it 
appeared sure to crash, the aircraft straightened out 
and turned back toward the Gennan lines. 
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Blues has had a tremendous influence on i 
all American music. The fifties especially re· IL 
fleets a blues influence. If you listen to coun-
try music, rhythm and blues, soul music, or > 
rock and roll music, you will hear echoes of ftl 
the rural blues tradition. Blues depends on a ,:, 
base of folk couplets and verses and a special C: 
instrumental, rhythmic, and vocal style. The a 
greatest blues musicians add their own indi -
vidual creative touch to the conventional 
blues formula. This gives blues music its ere· 
at lve excitement. C • 
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Enjoy your favorite kind of music and at Ill 
the same time create new sounds on a Bald­ CII 
win Cabaret with Fun Machine. The Cabaret Ill 
has tonal variety far greater than what you ~ 
would expect from an instrument this size . ... 
C We invite you to stop by for a demonstration Ill 
of this unique instrument as well as any of .. 
:I the other organs or pianos we carry. 0 u Handy Hint : .., 
A season ticket to a concert series is an ex­ .. 
cellent gift. € 
:z: "'Clavier~ • ,t:. ... 
CMusic~ ,;._ .., Ill For Everything Musical • g Rt. 44, AVON 678-1311 
FOX RUN MAU, GLASTONBURY 633-6759 "' 
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From left, Lafayette Escad­
rille pilots Walter Loverr, 
Edmond c. Genet, Lufbery 
and James MacDonnell fig­
ure out the best way to 
cross the German lines. 
Lufbery's Nieuport fighter was being repaired, 
but another was standing on the airfield ready for use. 
Without a word, Lufbery ran to it, jumped in, and 
roared off into the sky. About five minutes after take­
off, Lufbery was 2,000 feet up and within range of tne 
German plane. 
Everyone on the field stood and watched the duel. 
They saw Lufbery fire several short bursts and then 
swerve away, apparently trying to fix his gun which 
had jammed. He cleared the jam and again attacked · 
the German from the rear. Suddenly, Lufbery's plane 
burst into flames. 
He passed the German and proceeded on a 
straight course for three or four seconds and then 
with no parachute, Lufbery jumped from the burning 
plane. Apparently, the flyer was trying to jump into a 
small stream. Instead, bis body fell into the garden of 
a peasant woman's house in the little town of Merthe­
et-Moselle just north of Nancy. 
-- ~ e~der French hands lifted his battered body and 
earned 1t to the town hall, where the remains were 
covered with flowers picked from nearby gardens. 
The funeral took place the following day, May 20, 
1918, and it was a simple, moving service. Gen. Ger­
ard, commander of the 6th French Army, was there 
with his staff, and the Americans attending included 
Gen. Hunter Liggett and Col. William Mitchell of the 
U.S. Air Service. Hundreds of other French and Amer­
ican officers were there. 
A band played the funeral march and "Nearer My 
God to Thee," and French and American aircraft cir­
cled the field during the ceremony. There were com­
panies of French and American infantry, groups of 
white-uniformed U.S. nurses, and a crowd of French 
civilians. A firing _squad rendered salutes, and a bugler 
played taps as women dabbed their eyes with hand­
kerchiefs. 
The sky was blue, the air was heavy with the 
scent of spring blossoms, and the sun was descending 
behind the mountain that rises abruptly in front of 
Tool as the mourners marched to the grave. 
Wrote one of the mourners, Lt. Kenneth P. Cul­
bert, "Truly, France and America had assembled to 
pay a last tribute to one of their bravest soldiers. My 
only prayer is that somehow, by some means, I may 
do as much as he for my country before I too _go west 
- if in that direction I am to travel." 
Culbert was killed in action the day after his let­
ter was written. To him and to all the other young air­
men of the war, French and American, Raoul Lufbery 
ba9 been a shining example. • 
